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The alleged shipment of 75 tons of weapons from Argentina to Ecuador, apparently delivered during
the five-week war between Ecuador and Peru, is proving to be an embarrassment to the government
of President Carlos Saul Menem. On March 10, Menem ordered a thorough investigation into the
circumstances surrounding the sale, but little progress has been made. Meanwhile, the opposition
is calling for the resignation of those responsible, including Defense Minister Oscar Camilion.
Argentina is one of the four guarantor countries along with the US, Chile, and Brazil of the 1942
Rio de Janeiro Protocol between Peru and Ecuador. When fighting broke out in a disputed area on
the border between the two countries in January, the four guarantor countries worked diligently
to broker a new peace agreement. The US declared an arms embargo against Peru and Ecuador on
Feb. 7, and three days later Argentina, Chile, and Brazil signed on to the embargo.
With further pressure from the guarantor countries, the two belligerents signed the Montevideo
Declaration on Feb. 28 that ended the war (see NotiSur, 02/10/95 and 03/10/95). In early March,
press reports in Lima and Buenos Aires reported that an arms shipment from Argentina had been
delivered to Ecuador in violation of the embargo. At first, Argentine officials said the arms had been
sold to Venezuela through an international arms dealer. However, Venezuela insisted it had never
ordered the weapons. In addition, on March 11, Venezuelan Defense Minister Moises Orozco said a
document presented by the Argentine defense minister certifying Venezuela as the final destination
of the shipment bore a forged signature of Venezuelan army Col. Edgar Tomas Millan Zabala.
According to Orozco, the documents lacked the appropriate seals from the Ministry of Defense and
the arms procurement office. Orozco later said the arms dealer could have rerouted the arms to
Ecuador without the knowledge of Argentine officials.
The Buenos Aires daily Clarin, however, said its investigations showed that the Argentine air
force, the manufacturer, and customs officials all knew the shipment was headed for Ecuador.
The purchase order, for US$33 million worth of arms, is dated Dec. 5, 1994, and two shipments
left Argentina on Feb. 17 and 18. The remaining two shipments were suspended after Peruvian
intelligence officials protested that arms were being sent to Ecuador. The arms were manufactured
by the Argentine state firm Fabricaciones Militares and sold through a US-owned company,
Hayton Trade, with offices in Montevideo. Milton Alexis Pirela Avila, a Hayton executive from
Venezuela, has been arrested in Venezuela and charged with fraud. The arms were shipped via
Fine Air, another US-owned company. Hayton Trade, which had a two-year contract to represent
Fabricaciones Militares in Venezuela, sent a letter to the Clarin denying buying weapons from
Argentina and passing the blame off on Fine Air, which transported the weapons. On March 17,
Peru's Ambassador to Argentina, Alberto Ulloa, formally requested an explanation from Foreign
Minister Guido Di Tella. Di Tella assured Ulloa that "Argentina shares Peru's concern completely."
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The vice president of the Peruvian Congress and a close political ally of President Alberto Fujimori,
Victor Joy Way, said on March 22 that Peru was anxiously awaiting the outcome of the Argentine
investigation. "This kind of transaction is a concern not only for Peru but for all of Latin America,
especially those who are responsible for overseeing the Rio Treaty," said Joy Way. At the same time,
Peru denied landing rights and use of its air space to Fine Air. Peru also suspended operations for at
least 30 days for the Peruvian company Export Air, which rents planes from Fine Air, and said it was
considering charging Export Air officials with treason. However, Export Air manager Javier Prieto
insisted his company's relationship with Fine Air is limited to renting Fine Air planes for a LimaMiami run, and that Fine Air uses neither their radio frequencies nor their license.
Meanwhile, Menem's aide, Julian Lacastro, repeated on March 14 that the Argentine government
was in no way involved in selling arms to Ecuador. "The government will energetically sanction
anyone implicated in the case," he said. "Argentina's traditional foreign policy is one of unity and
peace in Latin America and it maintains absolute neutrality as a guarantor of the Rio Protocol."
In addition, Foreign Minister Guido Di Tella said "heads will roll" if anyone in the ministry
was involved in the sale. On March 15, Defense Minister Oscar Camilion insisted that the final
destination of the arms was Venezuela, but he could not explain where the shipment was at the
present time. Camilion admitted in testimony to congress that Fabricaciones Militares was under
his responsibility, but he said the shipment in question was bought by an arms broker "who then
sells them, apparently to the highest bidder." Other guarantor nations also became involved in the
scandal.
The US Ambassador to Argentina, James Cheek, said the US was annoyed at the arms sale. "The
United States and Argentina were the first ones to place a boycott on arms sales [to Ecuador
and Peru]," Cheek told reporters. "We are annoyed and worried." The following day, Di Tella
responded, saying, "While he [Cheek] was making those statements, I was in Washington meeting
with the assistant secretary of state for inter- American affairs, Alexander Watson. We discussed
the matter and he did not express the slightest annoyance to me. On the contrary, we asked Watson
for US collaboration in giving us information about the companies that apparently transported
the arms, which are North American firms." On March 21, Di Tella said he was convinced that the
companies responsible were "delinquents, plain and simple." Nevertheless, he said, the prestige of
the country was at stake, "because even though they are private and delinquent, they have bought
arms from Argentina and delivered them where we did not want them delivered." Still, on March 23
Menem said he was not convinced that the arms had actually been unloaded in Ecuador.
As the scandal escalated, on March 26, the Argentine press reported that the government had
possibly unwittingly also delivered arms to Croatia, in violation of an international embargo.
Argentina has 800 troops with the UN forces in Croatia. Clarin said the sale took place in April 1994,
and was supposedly destined for Panama. The government only became suspicious when it realized
that Panama has not had an army since the 1989 US invasion. The arms broker in the Panama deal,
Debrol, S.A., has the same Montevideo address as Hayton Trade, the company involved in the sale
to Ecuador. Vice foreign minister Fernando Petrella said that Argentina is waging a diplomatic
battle to ensure that international confidence in the country is not undermined by this incident.
However, despite Argentina's role as a Rio Protocol guarantor country and, as such, in close contact
with both Peru and Ecuador, the Argentine government only asked on March 29 that the Ecuadoran
government clarify whether the arms had actually been unloaded in Ecuador.
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"We are hoping that Ecuador will admit that the arms manufactured in Argentina have arrived there
and will return them, which will allow Argentina to tell Peru and the US that the prohibition of the
sale of weapons was not violated," Petrella said. The embarrassing incident broke in the midst of
election campaigning, with general elections scheduled for May 14. The incident soon became fair
game in the campaign. Former president Raul Alfonsin, a leader of the Union Civica Radical (UCR),
condemned the sale, saying it was "a disgraceful incident that discredits Argentina," especially since
it is one of the guarantor nations.
In addition, on March 24, the UCR congressional delegation called for Camilion's resignation
for negligence. The call for Camilion's resignation came after the minister testified before a joint
congressional commission that his ministry never verified the authenticity of the Venezuelan
purchase order, nor had it verified whether Hayton Trade had a license to export Argentine arms.
UCR deputy Horacio Juanarena said on March 27 that it was apparent someone was trying to cover
something up. "The situation is untenable," said Juanarena. "More than a month has passed since
the scandal surfaced, and the government has still not found who was responsible." (Sources:
Spanish news service EFE, 03/13/95; Notimex, 03/14/95; Reuter, 03/17/95, 03/21/95; Inter Press
Service, 03/23/95; United Press International, 03/11/95, 03/27/95, 03/28/95; Agence France- Presse,
03/11/95, 03/14/95, 03/15-18/95, 03/20/95, 03/22- 25/95, 03/27/95, 03/29/95)
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